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Roundtable:
New York Graphic
Workshop

Lyle Rexer in conversation with
Luis Camnitzer and Liliana Porter
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Lyle Rexer: Tell me about the first days of the Workshop, about Opening spread: T

how it came rogether.

Liliana Porter: It started in 1964 in a loft on West 3rd Streert in rter. Lu
the Village. I had had an opening at Van Bovenkamp Gallery ‘ .
and met Julian Firestone, a dentist. He said, “I love your work, | na
love printmaking, I just got divorced, and | have an electric press

in my apartment. I am away all day and no one uses it. I want

to give you the key.” Well, Luis and [ were about to get married,  Right:
and he was a litde worried about my staying there alone during .
the day while he was teaching in New Jersey, so we invited Jos¢ .y

Castillo, an artist from Caracas whom we knew through the

Argentine artist Felipe Noé, to come and work with us. Wed
. . S Below: The New York
work all day and when Julian showed up after work, we'd help

all found this a bit awk

"

him with his prints. After a while, w

ward, and Julian offered to rent us the space.

Luis Camnitzer: Over a fire station.
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Liliana: It had been the studio of a printmaker, Letterio alapai.
It was all set up, and Luis, being a moralist, said, “We can’t pos
sibly accept your paying for this.” So we worked out that we
would teach students, print for other people, and whatever was

missing we would make up for by giving Firestone our work.

Lyle: Right from the start, then, you set up a very ambitious pro
gram for yourself. What was the idea you three were trying to

further in your work?

Liliana: [t was a special moment in New York. 1965 was really
when a lot of artists were coming to the city, and the center was

shifting from Europe to the United States. Warhol was doing his

Below right: Lilian soup cans and other works that we felt were very close to print

Porter, B Se

thinking. Meanwhile we were trying to analyze why printmak

ing was seen as so reactionary. The imagery for art was always
developed in painting and sculprure or some other place—but

never in printmaking,

o Luis: We met at Prace Graphic Art Center and we were both
committed to printmaking, but we had fights with some of the
faculty abourt the mediocrity of printing. My point to them was
that I was an artist using printmaking, not someone continuing
the tradition of Rembrandt and the techniques of printmaking,
When I used an electric saber saw to shape one of the plates, peo

ple gasped. I was supposed to use acid and etch the shape
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{through. Eventually 1 was asked to leave Prate because | made
prints that were too big,

Liliana: We said, “We are artists, not printmakers. The important
thing is not the technique but whether that technique is consis-
tent with what we want to say.”

Lyle: The manifesto you wrote in 1965 was very interesting
because it is about printmaking as a medium. You wanted to be
“printmakers conditioned but not destroyed by our techniques.”
Its not about politics at all, though most accounts make the
Workshop scem very political.

Luis: It depends on how you define politics. We shifted the def-
mition of printmaking from contact of a plate with pieces of
paper or media to the act of making an edition, At some point |
aid that sending a rocket to the moon was a manifestation of
cdition-making, where each time you set up the conditions and
let the serial process take over to get a repeatable result. That was
opposed 1o the idea of the original, the one of a kind, and that
was a political statement. It’s not the narrative content of politics
we were interested in but a changed society.

b -
Lyle: Yet as 1 look at the work, I detect very different currents

“going on in this group.

Luis: We had concradictory aims. One was to make it in the mar-
ket, and the other was to create a utopian society. A symptom of
that was our mail exhibits. We were not aware of Ray Johnson,
although we later became neighbors and friends. We were Latin
Americans, we were printmakers. We were aware of being segre-
gited from the mainstream. One way of breaking that was mak-
Aing our own venue. And the cheapest, easiest venue was the mail.
Sowe created our envelope gallery and mailed it to our audience.
We were making a market and ac the same time disputing own-
eship, disputing preciousness. Some pieces were mailed to names
dom telephone books, some pieces were to friends, whom we
hoped would pass them on, some picces were stuck in bathrooms
and elevators. It was very chaotic.

te: Luis Above right: Jorge de la

itzer and Lillana
er, poster, cffset
21 x15in.], 1966
the Lilana Porter
ction. Courtesy
gon Museum of
Austin, Texas
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Vega, from the tnptych Try,
Try, Try Again, aquatint and
etching 111 1/2x 12 3/4in},
1967 From the Liliana
Porter Collection Courtesy
Blanton Museum of Art,
Austin, Texas

Lyle: It also disputed the notion of a gallery that has walls and
that controls an audience. Is that what was behind the FANDSO
[Free Assemblage Nonfunctional Disposable Serial Object)?

Luis: No, we talked amongst ourselves. Whart were the conditions
we wanted to accomplish? We wanted to create an object thar ful-
fills such and such needs. So we worked with words and reshuf-
fled some things to get the idea of the FANDSO. Above all, it
had ro be serial, and serial for us meant both making a formal
series as well as an editioned series so that neither form nor object

were unique.

Lyle: Who were you printing for during that period?

Luis: Friends like Leon Polk Smith, José¢ Luis Cuevas, and the op
artist Francis Celentano. With Celentano, we used masking tape
as an ctching resist to achieve hard edges. More professionally,
artists of the Bonino Gallery, like Marcelo Bonevardi and Ronald
Mallory. And then Dali. His whole thing of signing empty sheets
of paper started with us.

Liliana: Luis had met Dalf when we were at Pratt, and at one
point Dali wanted help for a project, but nobody in the shop
understood him. So they called Luis in to translate.

Luis: We became sort of friends. Mostly he wanted me to trans-
late scientific material for him, but one day he called and asked
me to make four plates and editions for a publisher. So we did the
plates and proofs, but there was a problem. Dali was leaving in a
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couple of days for Europe and there was no time to print
and sign the editions, so they would have to be printed by
someone else in Europe.

Liliana: It was a shock. It represented a lot of money for
us. We were thinking of using it to buy our own press.

Luis: Out of desperation, Liliana had a brilliant idea:
Why doesn't he sign the paper first? OFf course the pub-
lisher said, “Are you nuts? It's like signing blank checks.”
So | called Dali and he said, “Sure.”

Liliana: We made a template for placing the signature,
but very soon Dalf threw it away and signed freely. Some
of the etchings ended with the signature over the image.
This idea of signing blank papers was then picked up by
his secretary and generated a huge scandal later on.

Luis: That is how we, as peripheral artists, entered main-

stream art,

Lyle: Very Borgesian and a great joke, butit leads me back
to the question of how you reconcile the mainstream
demand for a commercial product with the ideals of the
FANDSO.

Luis: [ don't think you really can except by providing food
for analysis and trying for subversion. But the trap is
always there. If you, for whatever reason, do a yellow painting
and you don't know exactly why you are doing it, and you hap-
pen to sell it, when you make the next yellow painting you don’t
really know whether you are continuing your rescarch or doing it
for mercenary reasons. It’s that “not knowing” that is corruptive.
Speculating on this, we decided 1o create a printmaker who
would be completely mercenary. His name was Trepadori, which
means a climber, an opportunist. He was Latin American and we

invented a full bio: he originally had been a concert pianist, he

had a car accident in which his parents died, had lost the use of

his legs, and couldn’t play anymore. After the accident, he stud-
ied princmaking by mail with the Atelier of Johnny Friedlander,
and his wheelchair had a special brake so that he could turn the
handles of the press without losing his balance.

Liliana: We wanted Trepadori to be very successful, to win prizes,
and then we would write a book. The last chapter would be about
the mediocrity that printmaking generates and to denounce
prizes by having him get one. To prove it we did this banal pring,
submitted it to the Society of American Graphic Artists, and got
accepted.
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Luis: No, he did not.

Liliana: Oh, no? | really thought he got accepted. Anyway,
when we went to a publisher with Trepadori’s prints, he want
ed to meet him. [Laughing] We said, “Sorry, he lives in Portugal
now.” The publisher said, “I am going to Portugal, you have to
give me his address.” Now what do we do? The guy who was
actually making the prints, named Gaston, jumped right in:
“No, no, no, he has no legs!” and he was going like that [makes
a chopping gesture). He didn't speak English very well, so he
had to make gestures. That was enough to deter the publisher, ’
In any case, Trepadori did well enough in the market to become
a source of support for several artist friends.

Lyle: Tell me about the different strengths the three of you
brought to the Workshop. ‘

Luis: José would call me “Monsignor.” That tells you his opinion
of me as the preacher in the group. He was the strategist. He was
very cynical, in a good sense. He had a foot in both worlds: the

artist and the buying class.

‘onpaper
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Liliana: He went on to become a gallery director in Caracas.

The New York Graphic Workshop . : .

ork G e hic W rL'\l“I Luis: He had contacts. He was head of the literature program ar
announced its the Center for Inter-American Relations [now the Americas
Society].

FIRST CLASS MAIL EXHIBITION * 14

g Liliana: He's the one who started the boom of Latin American
Jron literature in the U.S. by promoting Garcia Midrquez and Vargas
The Museunt Qfl;\fmf(‘l'll Art Llosa. He had all of these ideas and would always say about every

situation, “Don't worry. No te preocupes.”

Stninier 1970 Luis: Liliana was the only one interested in poetry. That ingre-
dient was really important so that our work didn't end up being

a dry illustration of a program.

Liliana: For instance, José had one work that was a piece of
paper with dotted lines that needed to be folded in a certain way,
more like a formal solution, no? Meanwhile, I was doing shad-
ows without objects, say the shadow of two olives. I like the idea

of this very basic art. | was attracted to the concept of reversing
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e: first the shadow and then the object. 1 was creating
fces.

uis: | was interested in creating sitvations in the mind of the
cwer, They were not declararions of politics, but they tried to
s discovery of politics. For a muil exhibir | had in Argentina
uting the dicratorship of Onganfa, 1 had cards sent out asking
have them cur out in the shape of a swastika and then
ned. It wasn't saying, hey, you are living in a toralitarian
that is screwing you, bur in a playful way it had the viewer

ate that idea himself. And chat’s something 1 sl do today.

Anyway, one thing Liliana and 1 have in common is this seck-
of dumbness in our ar, except we use the word bofuds, Its a

netranslasable word,
iana: Argentinean and Uruguayan. Nobody else uses it.

s The closest eranstaion Is “dumbass.” It making art thar
ke a black hole. Instead of emitting information, it just sits
nand absorbs information from the viewer, and therefore
i roles, The viewer is put in a creative spot instead of q

suming spot. Thats 2 political reversal,

: Did you ever feel in those years that there was creative or

shncal ension among vou?

aie and Liliana: No,

s If anything, it was a2 moment when we saw that we could

s a team, | think we cross-pollinaed.

lma: Not only that, but we used o invent worls for one
ther. I would say, “Hey Luis, [ have a great idea for vou.” You

e

< d think in the other person's wrms,

is: | think Liliana was into politics more with her heart than
ih her head. And T probably was more radical in the lireral
¢ We both saw minimalism as a kind of corporatist art, and
s a vernacular acsthetic expression. Neither were for us. My
of conceprualism was reactive, a reaction to whar 1 called
type sculprures. We were always trying to be modest in our
ntations and not flashy. So a wrinkled paper, debris, was one
ect. How much more peripheral can you get than wrinkled
iper meant 1o be thrown away?

We were closer to arne povera, And we engaged in savage

s of our own work.

fberilciober 2008

Liliana: You could really be truthful because you knew it was not
mean. José was very intelligent in criticizing. He was also very
pragmatic, he would say things like, “The paper should be two

centimerers larger here, because if you do this. . . . " Very logieal.

Lyle: Ousside dares for the Workshop are 1965 and 1970, Ondy

five years. How did it come apart?

Luis: Several things happened. The main thing was, José begun
working ar the Center for Inter-American Relations, and we were
very active in a group that organized a boveort of the center for
its role in the politcal repression of Latin America. T am soill boy-
cotting it, in fact. Although he was wrally on our side in terms of
his thinking and we stayed friends, it became awkward, The
other event was that Paula Cooper invited me 1o join her gallery
and in a balf-assed way invited Liliana, too, but did not invite
José. T wanted the group to be a unit, bur José said, *No, thats
silly. It's time that we do it another way.” He stopped making ar,
but he was still very useful in his eriticism of whar we were doing,

Lyle: Do you see a thread leading from the work you are makin

[
fed

now back o the Workshop?

%‘1;14;1

done phota silkscreen, which allowed me 1o privee on the wall. So

Liliana: Only later did 1 wke up photography, although 1
almost everything 1 did, works on canvas, on paper, wall installa-
tions, included a form of printmaking, Over time | began to be
mote aware of what I was doing, especially wich regard (o issues

of representation,

Luis: During those years 1 established a kind of repertoire from
which T can draw. But ic’s not the commitment 1o print that’s the
repertoire, | otally switched to the idea of defining the problem

['was going to solve and solving it the best way | could in what-

ever form. Now 1 do prints only when the problem requires it
and not for the sake of doing prints or to discover, “What does a
print mean?” which was what we did before. If you see a consis-
tency in my work, it may be a sign of my linvitations as an artist

and not of my strengths,
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